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Historians have employed a variety of perspectives in an effort to understand the rise of fascism during the
two decades following World War I. Focusing on the appeal of fascism, several historians have analyzed
what social classes and groups of people supported fascist movements. In the following selection F L.
Carsten argues that while fascism appealed to all social groups, certain groups responded more strongly
to it than others.

Unlike many middle-class or working-class parties,
the Fascists appealed to all social groups, from the
top to the bottom of the social scale. Excluded were
only those who were their favorite objects of attack:
the profiteers, the parasites, the financial gangsters,
the ruling cliques, the rapacious capitalists, the
reactionary landowners. But even there exceptions
were made if it suited the Leader’s book. There is
no doubt, however, that certain social groups
responded much more strongly to the Fascist appeal
than others. This is particularly true of those who
were uprooted and threatened by social and eco-
nomic change, whose position in society was being
undermined, who had lost their traditional place,
and were frightened of the future. These were,
above all, the lower middle classes—or rather
certain groups within them: the artisans and inde-
pendent tradesmen, the small farmers, the lower
grade government employees and white-collar
workers. Perhaps even more important in the early
stages were the former officers and non-commis-
sioned officers of the first world war for whom no
jobs were waiting, who had got accustomed to the
use of violence, and felt themselves deprived of
their Legitimate’ rewards. In Italy, in Germany, and
elsewhere the ‘front’ generation played a leading
part in the rise of Fascism. For its members fighting
was a way of life which they transferred to the
domestic scene. They loved battles for their own
sake. It is no accident that the most important
Fascist movements had their origin in the year
1919, the year of the Hungarian and Munich Soviet
republics, of civil war which aroused fear and
hatred in many hearts. Those who had been badly
frightened did not easily forget. The occupation of
the factories in northern Italy in the following year
had the same effect.

Apart from the groups already mentioned, there
were the youngsters at school and university who
became ardent believers in Fascism at an early
stage. They were fed up with the existing society,
bored with their daily duties, and strongly attracted
by a movement which promised a radical change,
which they could invest with a romantic halo.
These youths came from middle-class or lower
middle-class families. They could not easily find
the way into the Communist camp. But they found
the weak and chan~ng governments of the post-war
period utterly unattractive. In the Weimar Republic,
in the post-war Italian kingdom, in the corrupt
governments of Rumania, in the powerless govern-
ments of Spain, there was nothing to fire the enthu-
siasm of youth: they were dreary and pedestrian,
the offices filled with mediocrities and time-
servers. It was this, rather than any economic threat,
that led so many idealist students into the Fascist
camp. Similarly, many young officers and soldiers
of the post-war generation were attracted by visions
of national greatness and the promise of a revision
of the peace treaties. A perusal of the autobio-
graphical notes compiled by men who joined the
National Socialist Party in its early years shows that
pride of place belongs to a strong nationalism, the
desire to see Germany strong and united again,
freed from the ‘chains of Versailles’, and also from
the faction fights and the ‘horse-trading’ of the
political parties. This often went together with
hatred of the Communists and Socialists, and with
anti-Semitism. Those who joined the Party were
usually very young; they loved the frequent fights
and battles in which they got involved together with
their comrades, as well as the uniforms and the
propaganda marches.


